CHEVALIER de la NEUVILLE - Soldier

By: John Whiteside

Born in France about 1740, and named Louis-Pierre Penot Lombart, at a young
age he joined a militia group in Paris, France and was eventually promoted to
lieutenant. His continued service to the crown resulted in promotions in rank up to
major by 1774. In 1776 he was bestowed the honorary title of Chevalier in the Order
of Saint Louis. Chevalier is a title given to denote a chivalrous man, a cadet of French
nobility, or a member of any order of knighthood, similar to the use of the English
title, Sir. Like many of his French peers, he desired to travel to America to aid the
Continental Army in its fight against the British.

Using his titled name, Chevalier de la Neuville, along with his brother, Rene-
Hippolyte Penot Lombart de Noirmont de la Neuville, traveled to America, arriving
in September 1777. Both brothers offered their services to the Continental
Congress in Philadelphia. In a letter from General Washington to his aide-de-camp
John Laurens dated January 23, 1778, Washington provided letters of
recommendation received about the chevalier from French sources. The chevalier’s
request to serve would be accepted by Congress, and on May 14, 1778 he would be
appointed inspector general of the northern army, to work under the command of
Horatio Gates. Gates considered him to be a decent officer and good at the job,
although his presence was not popular within the army. Neuville was considered to
be too strict in his actions and too much of a disciplinarian.

Neuville did visit Valley Forge in 1778 in an effort to obtain a military rank as a
field officer, which did not happen. He returned to duty in the New York area with
Gates’s troops. Following Washington’s victory at Monmouth in late June, 1778, the
Continental Army continued to move north to keep watch on British troops in New
York. Washington divided his command in two sections, naming General DeKalb and
Inspector General von Steuben in command. When von Steuben met up with
Gates’s command near White Plains, he quickly became involved in command



issues with Neuville. After much argument over the position of inspector general,
von Steuben left for a trip to Philadelphia, where he hoped to get Congress to
promote him to a battlefield generalship. Neuville was also upset over his position
as he had not received a greater promotion in rank that he believed he deserved.

The bickering between von Steuben and Neuville can be found in Washington’s
frustration in a letter he penned to Gouverneur Morris on July 24, 1778, about using
foreign military officers. In part, he wrote, “In the first instance they tell you, that
they wish for nothing more than the honor of serving in so glorious a cause, as
volunteers. The next day solicit rank without pay, the day following want money
advanced to them. And in the course of a week want further promotion, and are
not satisfied with anything you can do for them.” While Washington well knew of
the great assistance given to the army by foreign officers, he was keenly aware of
the resentment of many of them by his Continental Army officers working hard with
the troops, who were often bypassed for promotion.

Chevalier de la Neuville would not receive the promotion to a field command
that he so dearly hoped for. Although he received a breveted brigadier general
position by Congress on October 14, 1778, he decided to submit his request for
retirement to Congress. On December 4, 1778, his permission to retire was granted.
On that date, Congress passed an order that a certificate be given to him by the
president with these words, “M. de la Neuville, having served with fidelity and
reputation in the army of the United States, in testimony of his merit, a brevet
commission of brigadier (general) has been granted him by congress, and, on his
request, he is permitted to leave the service of the States and return to France.”

On January 11, 1779 the Chevalier would sail back to France accompanied by his
friend the Marquis de Lafayette. He carried with him strong letters of
recommendation, from Congress and from General Gates. One year later he
received a commission in the French army as a lieutenant colonel. Subsequent
efforts by him to return to America were denied by French authorities. He did return
to New York in 1790 with his uncle on a business trip, and returned to France that
same year. He is believed to have died in France around the year 1800.
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